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DATE: November 14, 2012 

 

TO:  Washington State Board of Health Members 
 

FROM: Keith Grellner, SBOH Environmental Health Committee Chair 
 

SUBJECT: BRIEFING – DEBRIS FROM JAPAN’S 2011 TSUNAMI 
 

 

Background and Summary: 
On March 11, 2011, a magnitude 9.0 earthquake struck off the northeast coast of Japan, causing a 

tsunami that speedily inundated nearby communities. The tsunami caused more damage and loss 

of life than the earthquake. More than 19,000 people died or remain unaccounted for. The 

earthquake and tsunami knocked out the primary and auxiliary electrical supplies for a nuclear 

power reactor complex in Japan, resulting in critical overheating and leakage of radioactive 

contamination to the air and water. However, the huge amount of debris from the tsunami 

washed out into the Pacific currents before the radiation leakage occurred. The Board was briefed 

by the Department of Health in April 2011 about the Japan disaster and the low levels of excess 

radiation being detected in Washington State from air-carried fallout. 

 

The Board’s Environmental Health Committee asked the Departments of Health and Ecology to 

provide a follow-up briefing to the Board today about water-carried debris. Some of that debris, 

floating high in the water, has been pushed by winds faster than the rest of the debris. Such items 

as fishing floats, sections of floating docks, and shipping containers have been found along the 

coast of the Northwest over the past year. A larger amount of debris sitting lower in the water is 

expected to start reaching Washington’s coast in coming months. Although millions of tons of 

debris may still be floating easterly in ocean currents, it is difficult to predict exactly where, 

when, and what will be arriving here. The Departments of Health and Ecology have been 

working with the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration and other partners to 

prepare the public. 

 

Clark Halvorson, Director of the Office of Radiation Protection, and Chuck Matthews, of 

Ecology’s Southwest Regional Office, are here today to provide some information on the type of 

tsunami debris expected to increasingly start arriving on the Washington coast. They will provide 

some information about ongoing monitoring for potential health hazards and recommendations 

for how people might help clean the debris off of our beaches. Their presentations may be 

viewed in materials behind Tab 12 of Board members’ packets.  

Recommended Board Action: 
None. 

 

Staff Contact: 
Ned Therien 


